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CHAPTERONE
INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

Rationale for the Project
Educators are continually searching for ways to meet the
unique needs of gifted and talented students.

Many questions

must be addressed when deciding what would be most
effective m accomplishing this goal.

Will gifted and talented

students be served in the regular classroom or through a pullout program which requires them to leave their regular
classroom for their gifted program?

If they are removed from

the regular classroom, what subjects will they miss?
curriculum will they complete in the program?

What

Are students

accelerated through the course work or is enrichment
provided?

Who will teach the gifted and talented students?

Who will participate in the program?

How will it be funded?

At a time when expectations of education are high and funding
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for education is tight, getting the most effective program for
the least amount of money is a priority (Davis & Rimm 1994 ).
Another trend in education that has impacted program
delivery for gifted and talented students is the inclusionary
model for special education services (Weinbrenner, 1991).

As

schools seek to make special needs students an integral part of
the regular classroom, the rationale for removing gifted and
talented students from the classroom for periods of time
becomes more difficult to defend (Van Tassel-Baska, 1993).
After all, the emphasis on individualizing instruction so that all
students will be challenged extends to gifted and talented
students.

Too, tolerance and appreciation for the diversity of

peers are important skills for all students to learn, including
the gifted (Hanninen, 1994 ).
When gifted and special needs students are served in an
already overcrowded classroom, the teacher expectations
become overwhelming.

A classroom with thirty students
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representing a broad spectrum of maturity and ability levels 1s
a daunting group (Kaplan, 197 4 ).

When attempting to

individualize instruction, teachers are constantly required to
make choices about where to spend their limited time and
energy; and if teachers become overextended, students receive
an inferior education (Borland, 1989).

Thus the instruction

received and the interaction with the teacher are severely
curtailed.
Gifted and talented students need modifications m pace
and depth of instruction because they are capable of
completing the regular classroom assignments without
difficulty.

If they are never given the opportunity to work at

their own level and experience challenges, they will not learn
to do so (Ross, 1993).
Often the students rece1vmg attention are the students
with the greatest perceived need (Borland, 1989).

Classroom

teachers are called most frequently to the desks of those
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students who are struggling while gifted and talented students
work unaided (Borland, 1989).

If gifted and talented students

are going to be served in the regular classroom, then their
needs must be addressed.

They should not be sacrificed so that

the needs of others can be met (McKay, 1993).
To compound the problem of inadequate service for
gifted children, ability groupmg and tracking have also come
under fire.

Richert (1986), for example, identifies elitism as a

concern related to these instructional strategies.

Therefore,

many programs that use these methods to challenge students
have been eliminated and, as a result, gifted and talented
students are spending a larger percentage of their time in the
regular education program working in heterogeneous groups.
According to National Excellence: A Case for Developing
America's Talent (1993 ), such placement of gifted children in
the regular classroom merely adds to their frustration.

For

example, classroom curriculum and text books have decreased
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m difficulty in an effort to msure that more students achieve
minimum competency.

In addition, gifted and talented

students often are hindered by working in the regular
classroom (1) if the material is too simple or (2) if they
perceive themselves as pulling the weight of a group or (3) if
they are used as a teacher's assistants for less able students
(Weinbrenner, 1992).

If the goal of education is to challenge

all students, then requiring gifted and talented students to
spend their time studying material that they already know or
tutoring others to minimum competency is not equitable (Kulik
& Kulik, 1990).

As a result of the problems previously discussed, it is
clear that school districts are searching for a program that
meets several criteria.

First, the program must meet the needs

of the gifted and talented students and be cost effective.
Second, it should be compatible with the inclusionary model.
Third, it should not overextend teachers.

Fourth, it should
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allow for heterogeneous grouping and does not place students
m a permanent track.

Such criteria have led many districts to

try a delivery method called "cluster grouping" to meet the
needs of their gifted and talented students. (Weinbrenner,
1992)

Description of Cluster Grouping
In a cluster grouping model, five to ten gifted and
talented students are placed together in a regular education
classroom.

In such a model the classroom teacher must receive

special training in meeting the needs of gifted and talented
students (Davis & Rimm, 1994).

That training should include

approaches for modifying the pace and depth of instruction,
improving questioning strategies, stimulating creative thinking
skills, and individualizing learning.

The teacher should also be

trained to identify the affective, psychological, and social needs
of gifted and talented students and provide appropriate
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support (Colangelo, 1991).

Finally, there should be a district

coordinator of gifted services who provides additional support
and guidance (Rogers, 1989).
When cluster grouping is implemented, the lowest ability
students are often placed in other classrooms to insure that the
classroom teacher has time to focus on the needs of the gifted
and talented students.

This helps to decrease the range of

abilities the teacher must accommodate (Mcinerney, 1983).
Students in the gifted cluster receive accelerated instruction
through curriculum compacting options, and enrichment
activities are used to extend the regular grade level curriculum.
Time is allotted for the gifted and talented students to work
together and independently on projects that they choose (Davis
& Rimm, 1994).

Other students in the class who have a similar

interest in a topic may join the gifted and talented students
allowing for flexibility of grouping patterns.

According to

Weinbrenner (1992), this type of cluster grouping has the
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potential to solve many of the problems associated with
establishing a gifted program.

The Purpose of the Project
The purpose of this project was to examine cluster
grouping as a viable option for meeting the needs of gifted and
talented students and to observe its strengths and weaknesses
through the development and implementation of a pilot
program at North Lake Middle School in Lake Stevens,
Washington.

The program was planned during the spring and

summer of 1993, implemented during the 1993-1994 school
year, and evaluated in June of 1994.
The importance of this project lay m the fact that the
Lake Stevens School District desired to serve its gifted and
talented students but was hindered by the same problems that
many other districts in the country are facing.

Because North

Lake is an inclusionary school, it was a priority to keep the
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gifted and talented students in the regular classroom where
heterogeneous grouping could occur and any form of tracking
could be eliminated.

Cost effectiveness was also a factor.

The

decision was made that before the district modified current
programmmg for gifted and talented students a pilot program
utilizing a cluster grouping model should be undertaken at the
sixth-grade level.

The purpose of the pilot program was to

assess whether cluster grouping gifted and talented students m
the regular classroom was a viable delivery system for them.
The writer was requested to implement the pilot program.
Implementation occurred during the 1993-1994
academic year at North Lake Middle School.

The sixth grade

class involved in the pilot program consisted of thirty one
students: six gifted and talented students, four learning
disabled students, two behavior disordered students, and
nineteen regular education students.

The writer was the

classroom teacher for these students in reading, science,
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mathematics, and writing.

Operational Definitions for this Study
In order to provide clear means of communication the
following terms are defined to establish a common
understanding.
1. Cluster grouping means putting a selected group of

five to ten gifted and talented students together m one regular
class, along with fifteen or twenty other students of average or
above average ability (Mcinerney, 1983).

The gifted and

talented students are engaged in a variety of enrichment
activities and work with a teacher that has been trained in
gifted education (Davis & Rimm, 1994).
2. Gifted and talented students:

The term "gifted and

talented students" means children and youth who give
evidence of high performance capability in areas such as
intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity or in
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specific academic fields, and who require services or activities

not ordinarily provided by the school in order to fully develop
such capabilities (1988 P.L. 100-297, Section 4103. Definitions).
3.

Acceleration is defined as increasing the pace at which

students receive instruction.

Acceleration allows the students

to eliminate unnecessary drill and practice and move more
quickly through the course work thus creating time for
enrichment activities, independent research studies or group
projects (Mcinerney, 1983).

A common form of acceleration

when gifted and talented students are clustered in the regular
classroom is curriculum compacting (Weinbrenner, 1992).
4. Curriculum compacting is a procedure which often pretests
students on a unit of study.

Based on the results of the pretest,

they can either quickly complete the concepts that they did not
know or they can choose an alternative activity or project if
they demonstrate mastery of the skills and concepts in the unit
(Bailey, 1992).
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Delimitation of the Project
The pilot program was limited to one year and restricted
to the sixth grade at North Lake Middle School.

The subject

areas in which modifications occurred were mathematics,
reading, writing, and science.
The Lake Stevens School District identified a need for
revisions in their programming for gifted and talented students
that would increase compatibility with the Inclusionary Model
utilized for special education students.

Clustering gifted and

talented students in a regular classroom with a teacher trained
in gifted education . would allow for modifications in curriculum
and instruction without removing them from the regular
education classroom.

A pilot program utilizing the Cluster

Model was planned and implemented.
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CHAPTER1WO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

There is a growing trend in American education to meet
the needs of all students in the regular classroom (Ross, 1993 ).
School districts across the country have adopted the
Inclusionary Model for special education services and are
experimenting with programming options for gifted and
talented students that allow them to remain m the regular
education classroom (Hanninen, 1994).

Meeting the needs of

the broad spectrum of students in the classroom will be a
complex task.

Many researchers and educators in the field of

gifted education are studying this issue.

Positive Aspects of Cluster Grouping
As priorities in education change, programming for gifted
and talented students must also be reevaluated.

According to
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Treffinger (1982), education of the gifted and talented has
become more concerned with meeting the needs of all students
and less concerned with developing a rationale for excluding or
selecting students for service.
The literature review shows that the concept of cluster
grouping has many aspects that can help achieve the goal of
improving education for every student.
1.

Cluster grouping:

Provides the opportunity for individualized

instruction (Mcinerney, 1983)
2.

Offers full time/cost effective service to gifted
students (Weinbrenner,1991)

3.

Eliminates tracking or permanent placement m

homogeneous groups, allowing for a variety of
grouping patterns (Weinbrenner, 1991)
4.

Enables more efficient use of teacher time

(Weinbrenner,

5.

1992)

Allows nongifted students to learn from their
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gifted peers (Bryant, 1987)
6.

Is compatible with the inclusion model for special

education (Weinbrenner, 1992)
7.

Avoids the stigma of elitism (Borland, 1989)

8.

Heightens the awareness level among faculty for

the gifted child's needs (Rogers, 1989)
9. Does not require gifted children to leave their
regular class (Kaplan, 1974)
10.

Avoids drill beyond mastery by compacting the

curriculum (Mcinerney, 1983)
In addition, Kaplan ( 197 4) states that cluster grouping
gifted and talented students in the regular classroom may solve
many of the problems associated with pull-out programs, a
widely used delivery model in gifted education.

In such a

model, gifted and talented students must leave their classmates
to go to the pullout room.

They are isolated from regular

classroom activities and may not enjoy being singled out or
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labeled as different from their friends (Davis & Rimm, 1994).
On the other hand, clu~ter grouping allows the gifted children
to keep a relatively low profile while receiving the challenges
and stimulation they require (Weinbrenner, 1992).
Hulik (1990), in a study related to the effects of the
pullout system on gifted and talented students, found that
when students are pulled out of their regular classroom they
are often required to make up the assignments they miss in
addition to completing the work required in their gifted class.
In addition, their regular classroom assignments are seldom
modified because their "gifted instruction" is taken care of by
their "gifted teacher," forcing them to complete pointless drill
and practice on skills they master quickly or already know.
Hulik believes that, since identified students are not gifted only
during the few hours a week that their pull-out program
meets, the use of cluster grouping allows for modifications m
curriculum and instruction m all courses.

Curriculum
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compacting and other instructional modifications are available
to all students that demonstrate a need, not just those
identified as gifted.

The opportunity to work ahead or pursue

topics of interest can be a powerful motivator for regular
education students and is a forceful answer to the charge of
elitism in pullout programs (Richert, 1986).
Weinbrenner ( 1991) has stated that gifted children need
consistent opportunities to learn new material and to learn the
behaviors associated with struggling and being challenged.
Cluster grouping gifted and talented students in the regular
classroom has the potential of meeting their needs throughout
their school day.

Having the potential, however, does not

ensure that the desired results will occur.
Weinbrenner also posits that rotating the assignment of
gifted cluster ·teacher could be a component of cluster grouping
that insures that many teachers will receive training in
curriculum modification, questioning strategies, and higher
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order thinking skills instruction.

Rogers (1989) agrees with

this perception and states that additional training has a
rejuvenating effect on staff and raises the level of instruction
school-wide.

According to Mcinerney (1983), such training

often can alleviate the resentment of those teachers not
originally chosen to teach in a gifted cluster classroom and that
it increases the appreciation of the needs of the gifted and
talented students on the part of the entire staff.

Negative Aspects of Cluster Grouping
Cluster grouping gifted and talented students m the
regular classroom is a popular system of program delivery.
However, popularity does not insure effectiveness.

Sixty-three

percent of the school districts in the country claim to serve
their gifted and talented students wholly or in part through
cluster grouping, but fewer than twenty-five percent have a
truly differentiated program (Cox, 1986).

Indeed, cluster
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grouping can provide a camouflage for not actually offering a
program (Davis & Rimm, 1994) because the already
overburdened classroom teacher has difficulty taking on this
responsibility (Kaplan, 1974).

When this "camouflage" program

occurs, gifted and talented students, due to the fact that they
have little trouble mastering the regular classroom curriculum,
are often ignored, thus leaving them susceptible to developing
at risk behaviors (Borland, 1989).
The negative aspects of cluster groupmg are senous and
must be addressed before a successful program is possible.
According to the literature, such aspects include the following:
1.

Ability range in the regular classroom is too

broad for one teacher to address (McKay, 1993 ).
2.

Classroom instruction is geared to middle level

students (Borland, 1989).
3.

Struggling students receive the teacher's attention ·

(Borland, 1989).
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4.

Classroom teachers do not receive proper training

in gifted education (LaRose, 1986).
5.

Administrative support is inadequate (Coleman, 1985).

6.

Modifications for gifted and talented students are

insufficient, and this can result in boredom and lead to
at-risk behavior (Balzer, 1990).
7.

"Special learning experiences" may, m actuality, just

be additional work and considered punishment for being
gifted (Davis & Rimm, 1989).
8.

Preparation time may need to be increased for the

cluster teacher (Mcinerney, 1983).
9.

Gifted and talented students may be inhibited by the

others in the classroom and mask their abilities in an
effort to fit in (Mcinerney, 1983).
10. Gifted and talented students may not have enough
time to interact with their gifted peers (Weinbrenner,
1992).
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11. Gifted and talented students may be used as teachers'
aides rather than receiving challenging instruction (Allen,
1991 ).
12. Group work may be structured in a way that
gifted and talented students do most of the work or are
penalized for the inability of others by a group grade.
(Allen, 1991 ).
13. The support network for the cluster teacher may be
incomplete (Coleman, 1985).
14. Class size is too great, thus making individualized
instruction impossible (Borland, 1989).
Borland (1989) points out that, as the role of the
classroom teacher becomes more and more all encompassing,
teachers, administrators, and communities must make choices
on how the limited resources of time, money, and energy will
be spent.

It is completely unacceptable that gifted and

talented students should be sacrificed in order that the special
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needs of others be met.

He also asserts that, if the

responsibilities of the classroom teacher are too demanding,
such sacrifice is exactly what will happen.

Gifted and talented

students, as they have been defined, require service beyond
what is provided m the regular education program.

If a cluster

model of service 1s adopted, teachers must accept the
responsibility of meeting the unique needs of the gifted and
talented students m their classrooms (Kaplan, 197 4 ).

In

addition, school administrators must advocate for and
participate in the design and implementation of the program.
Also, the community must support this plan of service (LaRose,
1986).
In summary, the review of the literature indicates that
cluster grouping gifted and talented students in the regular
classroom, if properly planned and implemented to avoid the
identified negative aspects, allows school districts to provide
full-time service to gifted and talented students while possibly
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improving instruction for all students (Weinbrenner,1992).

Procedures for Project Development
On the basis of the review of the literature the positive
and negative aspects of cluster groupmg as a program strategy
for the gifted and talented were identified.

The researcher

used that information and the following procedures to develop
this pilot study project:
1.

A committee of teachers, administrators, parents,

and students from the school was formed.
2.

Goals and objectives for the program that are compatible

with district goals and objectives were written.
3.

Program format and curriculum models were

established.
4.

The plan was presented to faculty.

5.

The plan was presented to parents.

6.

The program was implemented.
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7.

The program was evaluated.

8.

Recommendations for program modification were written.
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CHAPTER 1HREE

TIIE PILOT PROJECT

Background Information
Lake Stevens, Washington, is an affluent community
located thirty miles north of Seattle.
the population of 8500 are minorities.

A small percentage of
A majority of the

residents are professionals who commute to the Seattle area for
employment.

The school district has 3000 students, some of

whom come from smaller communities surrounding Lake
Stevens.

There are five elementary schools, two middle

schools, and one high school.

The school district is growmg at a

rate of six to eight percent annually.
Two years ago the Board of Education adopted the
inclusionary model of service for special education students.
The students are mainstreamed for at least some portion of the
school day.

Learning disabled, behavior disordered, mentally
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handicapped, and physically impaired students are served m
the regular education classroom.

At the time that the

inclusionary model was implemented, gifted and talented
students were served in a pullout enrichment program m the
elementary school, enrolled m a three period humanities block
m the middle school, and tracked m advanced courses m the
high school.
The Board of Education felt that the delivery methods for
gifted and talented students were not compatible with an
inclusionary philosophy.

However, parental objections ruled

out elimination of the gifted programs without an alternative
that provided options for enrichment and acceleration of the
curriculum.

The Board of Education decided to pilot a cluster

program with a small group of incoming sixth graders at North
Lake Middle School.

The writer of this paper was approached

to coordinate the planning and to teach in the cluster classroom
due to her previous gifted program coordinator experience and
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training in gifted education.

Gifted and Talented Students
Identified for Participation
North Lake Middle School serves 548 students m grades
six through eight.

There are 183 students in the sixth grade.

Nine gifted and talented students were originally identified for
the cluster classroom.

Two of those students made in-district

transfers, and another student moved to a neighboring state.
Six gifted and talented students were identified for the gifted
cluster prior to entry into the sixth grade based on the
following criteria: California Test of Basic Skills (mathematics,
reading, and vocabulary composites), teacher nomination,
parent nomination, grades, and prior placement in the
elementary pullout program.
validation of talent potential.

Test scores were considered a
Therefore, there was no specific

cut off score and low scores were not used as the basis for
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elimination.
The Planning Committee
A committee to aid in the development of the pilot
program was created through requests for volunteers at a
Board of Education meeting, at the PTA meeting, in the school
newsletter, at a faculty forum, and during a meeting of the
student advisory committee.

The committee was composed of

the writer (who facilitated the meetings), two parents, two
teachers, two students, and the principal.

The responsibilities

of the committee were to decide on a program format and a
curriculum model and to write goals and objectives for the pilot
program.

The format selected was cluster grouping with

identified students receiving differentiated curriculum and
instruction in reading, mathematics, writing, and science.

Curriculum Models
The curriculum models selected for use in the program
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were the Renzulli Triad Model (Renzulli & Reis, 1991) and
Autonomous Learner Model (Betts, 1985).

The Renzulli Model

was selected because it is utilized m the elementary pullout
programs, and it provides a valuable framework for whole
class enrichment.

As a part of the activities, the whole class m

which the gifted and talented cluster was located received
instruction in the sequential but qualitatively differentiated
steps included m the Triad Model.

All of the students

participated in Type I Enrichment:

General Exploratory

Activities and Type II Enrichment:

Group Training Activities.

Type III Enrichment:

Investigation of Real Problems was

accomplished through a simulation exercise performed by the
whole class and pursued more thoroughly by the cluster of
gifted and talented students (Renzulli & Reis, 1991 ).
The Autonomous Learner Model was also chosen and
used with the whole class to develop positive self-concepts,
develop social skills, increase knowledge in various subject

30

areas, and to develop the skills of thinking, problem-solving,
and decision-making.

Another important reason for selecting

the Autonomous Learner Model was to encourage students to
demonstrate responsibility for their own learning (Betts, 1985).
The models were modified and used simultaneously.

For

example, the first two weeks of the year were devoted to the
orientation component of the Autonomous Learner Model and
Type I Enrichment of the Renzulli Triad.

This combination

developed group cohesiveness and exposed students to a wide
variety of topics and materials.

Goals and Objectives
The Committee felt that it was important for the cluster
grouping pilot program to establish consistency with the Board
of Education adoption of the inclusion model.

Therefore, the

identified goals and objectives reflected a philosophy based on
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the belief that students should learn to tolerate and appreciate
differences in others through interaction with students of all
ability levels, not through isolation and segregation; and that
each child, regardless of his or her ability level, needs to be
challenged.

Working under the umbrella of these philosophical

beliefs, goals and objectives were developed for the pilot
program.

Program Goals
The program goals established for all students in the
classroom containing the identified cluster of gifted students
follow:
1.

Students will progress at their own pace with

appropriate challenges.
2.

Students will learn research skills including on-line

searching procedures, and the use of primary, and
secondary sources.
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3.

Students will take responsibility for their own

learning.
4.

Students will learn and practice group building

skills.
5.

Students will increase their proficiency in

communication skills.

Emphasis will be placed on oral

presentation techniques, Internet etiquette, and
various forms of technical communication.

Objectives for Gifted and Talented Cluster Group
From the goals, student objectives were developed for the
gifted and talented cluster group.

They follow.

Gifted and talented students will be able to:
1.

Conduct research and present an oral report on brain

function to the class (group project).
2.

Analyze group dynamics identifying the role of each

group member, weaknesses that may effect

33

productivity, and recommend improvements.
3.

Complete in-depth studies on topics of their choice
a.

Define a problem

b.

Research the topic (on-line, pnmary, and

secondary sources)
c.

Apply information to recommend solution to

problem
d.

Present orally to the class

e.

Complete a written project (with list of resources

and utilizing multimedia)
4.

Demonstrate proficiency in oral communication skills,

especially supporting opinions with evidence through
completion of Junior Great Books (Will, 1986) and class
meetings.
5.

Prepare and submit an original work for publication

on "Kid Cafe" (student forum on Internet).
6.

Generate a list of questions for each science unit
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that cannot be answered usmg the school resources, post
them on the Internet (Kidsphere ), monitor responses and
report them back to the class.

Curriculum Modifications
Curriculum modifications were made by the writer for
any student that demonstrated a need for them in the areas of
content, process, product, and learning environment.
Content Modifications
Content modifications were evidenced in the depth and
abstractness of instruction.

Textbooks were supplemented

with current research ensuring that information was relevant,
and accurate, though often controversial.

All students were

asked to apply data to solve problems or to generate additional
questions.

The concept of developing hypotheses was an

integrating theme among the disciplines of mathematics,
science, reading, and writing.
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Process Modifications
Modifications in curriculum processes refer to the variety
of ways that students learn.

All students were encouraged to

be active participants in their education rather than silent
sponges absorbing information from the teacher or text.

Goals

and objectives of each unit were presented to all students at
the beginning of each unit.

Thus, a pretest was given to the

entire class on the factual information required.

If they could

demonstrate their ability to apply the facts to a given situation,
they could spend instructional time pursumg related topics or
an alternate topic of interest.

The pretest provided a focus for

instruction and allowed the students to develop questions for
discovery in the upcommg unit.
Students who tested out of the unit instruction rejoined
the class for application exercises and simulations in order to
mcrease retention of information and to expand the
connections between new data and their existing mental
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framework.

A unit on genetics is included (see Appendix A)

that demonstrates the process of applying material from the
science book and current research to a simulated problem.

It

also shows how assignments were modified for students with
special needs.
For example, m the genetics unit, assignments were
modified for students with special needs.

The cluster of gifted

students were grouped together and given a leadership role m
the class.

They were the press correspondents at the news

conference and were required to be prepared with questions
that would be appropriate.

They took this role very seriously

and created a challenging and emotional environment similar
to actual press conferences they had seen on television.
The behavior disorder students had difficulty working in
groups.

They became teaching assistants and monitored group

interactions with a group process sheet (see Appendix A).

This

allowed them to dissect positive behaviors that made group
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work more effective and share them with the class.

They were

highly successful in this new role.
Two of the artistically talented learning disabled students
are talented artistically, they worked on a separate but related
topic which required intricate drawings.

They were very

proud when they presented their findings to the class complete
with lab coats and a simulated experiment.
Because students worked at their own ability levels, they
all felt challenged and highly motivated.

Students were given

many choices and allowed to discover information through a
variety of avenues, thus accommodating their learning styles
and increasing their sense of responsibility for their own
education.

They were not all working on the same activities at

the same time, so students periodically requested a forum for
presentation of their own research.
For example, a mathematics student who tested out of the
fraction unit

completed an elaborate project on the load
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bearing capacity of bridges and created a video that included
the information he compiled and three experiments he
conducted to illustrate his points.

While he was doing this, a

group of three students who also had tested out of a section of
the fraction unit developed a lesson plan to teach fraction
applications in the form of reducing a recipe.

When the whole

class was reassembled, the recipe group taught a cooking lesson
on chocolate waffles in which extremely complicated fraction
reduction was required.

The class ate the waffles while

watching the video on the load bearing capacity of bridges.
Product Modifications
Product modifications were based on the assumption that
the purpose of a product was not to regurgitate facts but to
apply information to new situations, to solve problems, or to
generate questions for further study.

All students were

expected to do more than consume information; they were
required to produce knowledge and share it with real
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audiences in the school or the community or on the Internet.
The presentation of their projects was critical to the success · of
the program.

It introduced a level of accountability that was

not teacher imposed.

All students wanted to do their best

work so they could present their information with confidence.
This intrinsic motivation was much more powerful than a grade
in motivating students to push themselves.

Learning to

communicate effectively was relevant for them.
Modifications in product and audience were made for
students at both ends of the ability continuum.

All students

were expected to do their best work, and effort was an
important component of evaluation.

Therefore, one page that

demonstrated creativity and effort completed by a learning
disabled student might have earned a more favorable
evaluation than a three page paper by a gifted and talented
student that was hastily completed and lacked original thought.
Assessment also was based on accuracy, on how well they
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demonstrated the creative thinking skills of fluency, flexibility,
originality, and elaboration, and on how their products were
received by their intended audience.
three questions:

Assessment was based on

Did their presentation achieve its purpose?

Was it clear and concise?

Did it exhibit original thought?

Learning Environment
The learning environment m the cluster classroom was
stimulating and supportive.
push themselves.

Students felt free to take risks and

The writer was not an answer dispenser.

Rather, she taught the use of resources and, more importantly,
attempted to inspire curiosity and create the desire to dig for
information.

The classroom was a clutter of thirty-one desks

covered with student projects and experiments in progress.
Classroom management was a key component in
successful clustering.

Students were not all working on the

same assignments at the same time.
exception, not the rule.

However, chaos was the

It was usually quiet and calm, allowing
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for concentration and respect for others.

Students understood

that learning from each other was more effective if off-task
discussion was relegated to breaks and lunchtime.

The

classroom was an environment for serious learning and time
spent there was viewed as a valuable commodity.

Evaluation
The program was evaluated by committee members and
students in the cluster classroom as well as by a self evaluation
completed by the author.

The student evaluations (see

Appendix B) indicated that the challenge in the classroom was
sufficient but not intimidating.
satisfied.

Students felt successful and

They felt that discipline was strict but fair and that

academic and behavioral expectations were higher for them
while they were in the cluster classroom than when they were
in other classes.

They also felt there was mutual respect

between the writer and the students in the classroom.
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However, the gifted and talented cluster students expressed
some concern about distractions from less serious students and
indicated a desire to have more time to pursue individual
topics and work together as a group.
On the basis of the evaluation the committee members
recommended expans10n of cluster modeling based on the
success of the pilot program.

They talked with students, other

teachers, and parents and received positive feedback about the
pilot program.

Parents of regular education students expressed

a great deal of support and many expressed the opinion that it
was the best year of their child's school career.
As the teacher facilitator, the writer felt that the cluster
model proved to be challenging and workable.
were some impediments to success.

However, there

First of all, class size in the

cluster classroom was thirty-one students and represented all
ability levels.

There were four learning disabled students and

two behavior disorder students with a teacher's aide provided
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for one period of the day.

These students worked very hard,

but they occasionally experienced anxiety and frustration
because they were unable to grasp concepts quickly or
concentrate thoroughly on challenging assignments.

At times

the writer experienced frustration and feelings of inadequacy
because she was overextended and unable to meet the needs of
all students in the classroom.

In addition, despite the fact that

research indicated the importance of inservice training in
gifted education, attendance at workshops for educators of the
gifted was not encouraged.

When permission was requested

for attending a workshop on gifted education, the writer was
told to use personal leave or hire a substitute teacher.
Isolation was another impediment to success.

There was no

support system or coordination of any kind for teachers of
gifted children in the school district.

Each school maintained its

own program without a district-wide philosophy or goals.
It is interesting to note the contrast between committee
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parents and students satisfaction with some of the frustrations
of the teacher facilitator.

This may have occurred because the

writer was in a unique position to see the pilot program from
many angles.

Such a vantage point, coupled with the writer's

high expectations, may have made the apparent weaknesses
appear to be more critical.

Recommendations for Program Modification and
Continued Implementation
Based on the evaluation of the program and the
observations of the writer, the following recommendations
were submitted to the Committee for consideration.

To

improve the quality of education in the cluster classroom:
1.

Decrease class size to 25 students to allow for

curriculum modification and individualized instruction.
2.

Decrease ability range by placing special education

students in another classroom that is more appropriately
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paced for their needs.
3.

Encourage teacher participation in gifted workshops to

enhance training in identifying and meeting the needs of
gifted and talented students.
4.

Coordinate district-wide programming for gifted and

talented students to establish a support network for
teachers of gifted and talented students, to avoid
fragmentation of programming and to develop a scope
and sequence for instruction.
5.

Schedule more time for gifted and talented students to

work on individual projects and together in their group
by increasing modifications to the regular curriculum.
The Board of Education felt that the pilot program was a
success.

The gifted cluster method of delivery will continue in

the sixth grade in the 1994-1995 academic year, and training
will begin to prepare the next cluster teacher in the rotation of
the assignment of the position.

The humanities teacher at the
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second middle school in the district also will observe the
cluster classroom and coordinate modifications in their
program for the fallowing year.

In addition, a pilot program

will be instituted at each of the five elementary schools in the
district.
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CHAPTER FOUR
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary
The purpose of this project was to research cluster
groupmg as a program delivery system for gifted and talented
students and to develop and implement a pilot program
utilizing the cluster method at North Lake Middle School, Lake
Stevens, Washington.

Research indicated that cluster grouping

could be a delivery method that meets the needs of gifted and
talented students.

It also is cost effective, meshes with the

inclusionary model, does not overextend teachers, allows for
heterogeneous grouping, and does not place students in a
permanent track (Weinbrenner, 1992).
The Lake Stevens School District was looking for a
program that would fulfill those criteria.

The Board of

Education and an appointed planning committee decided that
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cluster groupmg gifted and talented students in the regular
classroom with a teacher trained in gifted education would
meet the requirements they identified for a gifted program.
A pilot program was planned, implemented, and
evaluated under the leadership of the writer of this paper.
Based on the results of the formative evaluation, the decision
was made to continue and expand the program next year with
the modifications suggested by the researcher.

Conclusions
The following conclusions were reached by the writer
during the course of her work on this project:
1.

Cluster grouping can be an effective way to serve

gifted and talented students and improve education for all
students.
2.

Proper planning, focused on the avoidance of the

negative aspects of cluster grouping, will increase the
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likelihood that the program will be successful.
3.

Cluster grouping is compatible with the inclusionary

model for special education services.

Gifted and talented

students must not be sacrificed, however, so that the needs of
others can be met.
4.
grouping.

The teacher's role is critical to the success of cluster
Over-burdening the teacher with a large class or a

class containing the full spectrum of ability levels will result m
an inferior program.
5.

Cluster grouping is a flexible delivery system that can

be modified to meet the goals and objectives of other districts.

Recommendations
Current trends in education indicate a desire to improve
instruction for all students.

Cluster grouping gifted and

talented students in the regular classroom and modifying the
curriculum and instruction can be a valuable component in
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restructuring schools to improve classroom instruction.
Further research into this delivery method for gifted
service is necessary to validate the effectiveness of cluster
grouping to meet the needs of gifted and talented students in
the regular classroom.

For example, pullout programs are still

the most common program delivery method for gifted
instruction (Ross, 1993).

A study that compares the

achievement of students served in the two types of programs
would be beneficial.
It is important that evidence of success precede a largescale adoption of cluster grouping as the solution to improved
instruction for the gifted and talented.

As with any program,

careful planning with a thorough identification of goals and
objectives must precede implementation.

Cluster grouping

gifted and talented students need not replace existing
programs, but it can be one component in a menu of options
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available for gifted and talented students.
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Appendix A

GENETICS
SIXTH GRADE UNIT OF STUDY

Faith Jurs
North Lake Middle School
1993-1994
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GENETICS UNIT LESSON PLAN

Important Concepts
Heredity
Genes
Chromosomes
Traits
Dominant
Recessive
Reproduction
Asexual
Sexual
Cooperative Group Skills
Work Place Etiquette
Preliminary Activities
Read and discuss Text
Complete experiments with asexual reproduction
Read and share genetics articles
Identify responsibilities of a genetic researcher
Write resumes for the Genetics Research Corporation
Define and model expectations
Goals of the Unit
Students will demonstrate their understanding of the
basic concepts from Chapter 18 through completion of the
chapter test with 80% accuracy or above.
Students will transfer the information from Chapter 18 to
completion of assignments for the NLMS Genetics
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Corporation to teacher satisfaction.
Students will practice group cohesion skills through
participation in the NLMS Genetics Corporation and they
will identify the necessity of effective group skills in the
work place through completion of the personnel profile.
Students will evaluate the merits and risks associated
with genetic research by participating in the scenarios.
and completing the evaluation form.

DAY 1

INTRODUCTION TO NLMS GENETICS CORPORATION

Anticipatory Set
When students come in the room, the desks will be rearranged
and there will be a paper placed face down on each desk. I will
greet them at the door and welcome them to the NLMS Genetics
Corporation. I will tell them to go to their seat, wait for further
instructions, and above all, do not look at the paper that is on
their desk. When everyone is in their seat, I will go to the
front of the room and give them an official welcome to the
company.
Procedures
I will explain a little bit about how the corporation operates
and then tell them to look at the paper, their contract, on their
desk (see attached). I will explain that each group will operate
like a branch of the parent company. Every day I will explain
their general assignment and which department they are
working in. Each group will be expected to come up with a
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unique solution to the problem they are presented. The first
day they will be working in the personnel department. It is
very important for the success of the company that each
employee fully understand the philosophy of the company and
the expectations for those who work at NLMS Genetics
Corporation. As employees in the personnel department they
must first meet the high standards required by our company.
Secondly, they must make sure that all members of their
branch satisfy the requirements. I will identify the other
departments and explain the basic responsibilities of each. We
will read and discuss the contract. I will then hand out the
personnel profile (see attached). This will be a spring board
used to aid in a discussion of the characteristics of a successful
employee. At this time I will answer any questions about the
unit. After all questions are answered, I will hand out an
article that all employees must read before tomorrow and
return it with the signature of someone (an adult) they have
discussed it with. They should highlight the article and write
questions or comments in the margins.
Evaluation
Evaluation will be based on their comments and highlighting of
the article assigned and on teacher observation of their
participation in the group. I will show them the group process
sheet that I complete for each group so that they are aware of
the group skills I observe. Each class period will end with a
discussion of their feelings about working in the group that day
and sharing of supportive comments from the group process
sheet (see attached).
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Day 2

RESEARCH & DEVELOPMENT

Anticipatory Set
I will show the employees an enlarged photo of a cancer battle
between the white blood cells and tumor cells in a mouse. I
will explain that genetic researchers are working on a
treatment for cancer that would train white blood cells to
attack tumor cells before they grow into a huge tumor. This is
the opposite of what usually happens. Normally when cancer
reaches an advanced state the cancer cells attack the white
blood cells.
Procedures
The article assigned for day 2 explains that there are new
bacteria that are resistant to the usual treatment by antibiotics
and that this poses a serious health threat. Their assignment 1s
to develop a vaccine that would solve this problem, explain·
how it works, and how they will test it. They must identify
two side effects of the new vaccine.
Evaluation
Evaluation will be based on group process skills and the
thoroughness of their vaccine description.

Day 3

ADVERTISING

Anticipatory Set
I will have several empty bottles of medicine m a bag in the
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front of the
medications
were in the
needs to be

room. I will read the labels of several of the
and have the students guess what kind of pills
bottle. I will then ask them what information
on a pill bottle. Why?

Procedures
Students will design a label for their vaccine, complete with.
instructions and warnings. They should also write a thirty
second TV commercial for their new vaccine and be prepared
to perform it for the class. In order to complete both
assignments in the allotted time, a concentrated effort by every
member of the group will be required.
Evaluation
Evaluation will be based on the creativity and completeness of
the label and the commercial. Points will be deducted for a late
assignment.

Day 4

PUBLIC RELATIONS

Anticipatory Set
I will come in the classroom holding four different newspapers
and read hypothetical headlines: "Killer or Cure?" "Dream Drug
Is A Nightmare," "Miracle Vaccine Is Deadly Demon," "Savior
Scientists or Child Killers?" I will explain that we have a PR
nightmare on our hands. It turns out that the vaccine created
by the NLMS Genetics Corporation interacted in an unexpected
and deadly way with Flintstones Chewable Vitamins. Children
taking both medications experienced very high fevers and
vomiting. Two died and one has irreversible brain damage.
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Procedures
Students will wrestle with the negative side to genetic
research. Their assignment will be to write a statement that
will be released to the press and present it to the class at a
press conference. Their classmates will bombard them with
questions and demand explanations. They will also write a
damage control plan for dealing with the public outcry against
NLMS and for helping the sick children and the families of
those who died.
Evaluation
Evaluation will be based on teacher observation of how well
the students solve the problem, how carefully they complete
the damage control plan, and the insightfulness of the
questions they ask and responses they make at the press
conference.

DAYS

RESEARCH & DEVELOPMENT

Anticipatory Set
I will take a clean beaker from the science cupboard and walk
to the sink, explaining that the water crisis has reached a
critical level. I will define potable water and tell them that
there is a serious shortage of it. I will substitute a dirty beaker
that will be hidden in the deep sink for the clean one they saw
me take out of the cupboard. I will then turn on the tap and
hold up the polluted water sample.
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Procedures
Due to the scarcity of this precious resource, it is ludicrous that
we are still using drinkable water to wash our bodies and our
hair. NLMS Genetics Corporation must come up with a solution
to this problem. How can we clean our hair and our bodies
with out wasting this precious resource? The students will
write a specific explanation of their proposal and the methods
used to test it.
Evaluation
Evaluation will be based on the originality and elaboration of
the student proposal. These terms are familiar to the students.

DAY6

ADVERTISING

Anticipatory Set
I will tell the employees that we have a very special guest who
is going to be delivering an important message to the whole
company. I will then introduce President Clinton. The guest
will come in and appeal to the whole members of the company
to the problem of the senseless waste of potable water on
bathing and washing our hair. He will tell them that we need
to convince the people that this is necessary and somehow
make it appear desirable to them. He will admit that he is
giving them a tough assignment but that he is counting on
them to solve this serious problem.
Procedures
It is time to convince the world that NLMS's proposal 1s
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necessary and attractive. The students will plan the
advertising campaign that will be used to educate and
influence the American public. Students will write a
commercial for the radio, TV, newspaper, or the Internet to
deliver their message.

DAY7

ADVERTISING

Each group will perform one of their commercials on videotape.
The workroom will be turned into a TV studio for the day. We
will discuss intended audience and advertising techniques used
to manipulate them. They will have a slogan or jingle and they
cannot make false claims about their products.

DAYS

PUBLIC RELATIONS

Anticipatory Set
There will be a mock protest outside the classroom. Signs will
include: "Cleanliness in Next to Godliness," "We're People Not
Pigs," etc.
Procedures
We will discuss the public reaction to their proposal and how
this affects our actions. They will revise their media campaign
and predict the public reaction.
Evaluation
Evaluation will be based on the students ability to gauge the
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reactions of the public and to adjust their messages
accordingly.

DAY9

UNIT EVALUATION

Students will be given the evaluation form (see attached) as
they enter the room and asked to fill it out without discussing
it with the other employees. After they finish responding to
the questionnaire I will collect them. We will discuss the
questionnaire and their feelings about the unit. I will explain
and hand out the proposal form and ask them to write a
proposal for additional research our company may be
interested in conducting.
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NLMS GENETICS CORPORATION

Employee Con tract
This is a binding agreement which certifies that _ _ _ _ _ __
is an employee of the NLMS Genetics Corporation. Duties
required while employed by this company may include any of
the following: genetic research, product development,
advertising, public relations, personnel management, and
maintenance. We are a small but dynamic corporation. We
require 100% commitment and dedication to our corporate goal
which is to improve the quality of life for every person on the
planet. We will do this by modifying what nature has given us
and by creating what does not yet exist.
If you are willing to join with us in our desire to improve the

human condition, if you are willing to push yourself into bold
new arenas of thought and invention, if you are willing to lend
your hand to the creative process, then sign on the line below.
Welcome to the family of NLMS genetic researchers.
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NLMS GENETICS CORPORATION

Personnel Profile
Name
Date of Birth
Address

Personal
References

Previous
Employer

Interests

Why do you want to work for the NLMS Genetics Corporation?

What umque talents will you bring to this company?
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GROUP PROCESS SHEET

Group Members:

Rate the group on a scale of 1-5 on the following categories.
1s the highest score and 1 is the lowest.
Encouraging each other
Quiet
On task
All members are participating
No one is fooling around
Everyone is working on the assignment

Total Points
Use the space below to wrote down pos1t1ve things said by
group members while you observed them.

5
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NLMS GENETICS CORPORATION

Alternate and Enrichment Assignments
I used the alternate assignments for students who are unable
to participate in the regular group activities. They worked in
pairs. These alternate assignments were not looked upon as a
punishment but as a privilege. The students took them very
seriously and worked hard on their presentations to the class.
I also had two students who have behavior disorders and are
unable to concentrate when asked to work in cooperative
groups. They were my assistants and helped me fill out group
process sheets. Observing the groups and recording their
success became an eye-opening and positive experience for
them.
The enrichment act1v1t1es were available to everyone. The .
think tank project was an expansion of work that we started m
our text book. The proposals allowed the students to have
input into future projects undertaken by the genetic research
corporation.
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NLMS GENETICS CORPORATION

Architectural Design
Your assignment is to design the optimal work place. The
NLMS Genetics Corporation is a lucrative company. We will
spare no expense when creating an atmosphere conducive to
the health and productivity of out employees. We want out
employees to be comfortable and challenged. We are
concerned about their physical and mental health.
You are under contract to design a floor plan of the building
and the grounds surrounding our company. Your plan must
contain:
conference rooms
cafeteria/banquet hall
computer lab
offices for the following departments
personnel/public relations
research and development
advertising
management
library
gardens
swimming pool/weight room
racquetball/tennis courts
running trails
day care center
etc.
The landscape for our corporation should resemble a park that
is restful and inviting. Accuracy and creativity are important
in your plans. Be prepared to present and explain your
drawings in one week. Good luck!
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NLMS GENETICS CORPORATION

Genetic Engineering
Your assignment is to create a new creature by combing the
genes of two existing animals. The goal of this project is to
genetically engineer a creature that is superior to its parents.
You cannot show each other your drawings. this will be critical
for an assignment later in the week. Due to the confidential
nature of this research, you cannot show your drawing to
anyone. Add as much detail as possible to your drawings. On
the back of your drawing list 20 traits of your creature. I will
check your progress at the end of class.
Tomorrow's assignment will be to draw the parents of your
creature. Each parent should have some of the same traits as
your creature but neither of them should have all the same
characteristics. On Friday, you will show each other your
creatures and discuss them. You will then cross them. In other
words, your two creatures will be the parents and you will
each draw the offspring that would be created. Do not share
the drawings resulting from your cross breeding. Remember
that the offspring will have characteristics from each parent.
You will present and explain your drawings at a research and
development meeting in one week. Please do you very best
work.

73

NLMS GENETICS CORPORATION

Think Tank Project
Make a trait chart to show the possible offspring combinations
of the parents below. The parents are only pure for recessive
traits. This is trickier than it looks. Make Mendel proud!

Mother

blue eyes
black hair
curly hair
tall

Father

brown eyes
blond hair
straight hair
short
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NLMS GENETICS CORPORATION

Research Proposal
Hypothesis

Proposal

Procedures

Cost Analysis

Rationale
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NLMS GENETICS CORPORATION

Evaluation
What did you enJoy most about the unit?

Why?

If you were the teacher, what would you do differently?

Do you think that turning the classroom into a genetics
company helped you understand more about the job of a
genetics researcher? Why or why not?

How did you feel about working m your group?

Please explain.

Tell me three things that you learned during this unit.

We read the text book. We shared our genetics articles.
do you think I spent two extra weeks and asked you to
participate in the genetics company?

Why
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Gifted Cluster Script for a Presentation at Parent Night
Good evening. We are representatives of the NLMS Genetics
Corporation. We would like to explain a little about what we
do.
The President of the United States visited our corporation and
asked our genetic researchers to solve a serious problem. He
explained that there was a shortage of potable water in our
country and that it was time we stop wasting it on washing our
hair and bodies. he asked us to find an alternative to the daily
shower. Our researchers came up with many creative ideas
such as a shock shower that used low doses of electricity to kill
germs, invisible skin, etc. We then made commercials to
convince Americans that it was necessary and cool to use our
products.
Our company was also asked to solve another problem. Some
strains of bacteria are becoming resistant to antibiotics. This is
a frightening problem. Our researchers worked hard and fast
to come up with a solution to this problem. Unfortunately,
because we were under a lot of pressure to solve the problem
quickly in order to save the lives of children, our treatments
had side effects.
At first we were praised as miracle workers but after our
treatment had a fatal interaction with Flintstones Chewable
Vitamins we were called killers. Two children died and a third
has irreversible brain damage. We prepared a statement for
the and wrote an emergency action plan. We held an emotional
press conference to try and contain the damage and show our
support to the families.
The NLMS Genetics Corporation helped us take the facts we
learned and bring them to life. We learned a lot and it was fun.
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Appendix B

STUDENT EVALUATION FORM
Elaboration is the key!
1.

What did you enJoy most about this year?

2.

If you were the teacher, what would you do differently?

3. Did you ever think this class was too difficult?
explain.
Always

4.

Sometimes

Never

Did you ever think this class was too easy?

Always

Sometimes

Please

Never

Please explain.
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5. Describe your behavior in this class. How did it compare to
your behavior in other classes? If it was different, please
explain why.

6. How did you feel about the discipline program m this
classroom?

7. If you could give the teacher of this class a grade, what
would it be? Please explain your grading criteria.

8.

Do you feel prepared for seventh grade?

Please explain.

